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ABSTRACT

Looking Forward: COVID-19 and its Impact on Working Interpreters
By
Kelsey McKibbin

A thesis submitted to Western Oregon University
Master of Arts in Interpreting Studies
June 2021
This research is focused on the global outbreak of COVID-19 that hit the United
States in March of 2020, and how the pandemic affected sign language interpreters.
Many interpreters were suddenly forced to work in a virtual environment (not sharing the
same physical space as their clients), some for the first time. This thesis seeks to examine
how interpreters adapted to this sudden change and identify best practices for working
remotely moving forward. The findings of this study will indicate how interpreters
perceived this change to remote work, and how prepared they were for the transition.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
My Story
I was working two part-time interpreting jobs in early 2020. I spent my mornings
at a university and my afternoons in K-12 classrooms. My plan was to transition to full
time K-12 after the university semester ended in April. Everything changed for me (and a
lot of other people) when COVID-19 started to spread throughout the United States in
early March. My university went all virtual; I was able to collect an additional week’s
paycheck before my contract was effectively terminated (interpreting services were not
needed for online classes). My K-12 school shut down completely; meetings with
students were held on WebEx.
There was no real way for me to prepare to work from home, the change was so
sudden. My school district was not even able to provide me with equipment. I did
everything work-related from my personal laptop and home internet. I was suddenly
completely out of communication with my supervisor, general education teachers, and
administrators. I had no way to login to the learning management systems; my home
internet was unreliable; and my video would often pixelate or cut out altogether; I felt
completely detached from my students and colleagues. My school district’s Information
Technology department (two employees and one intern) was completely overwhelmed.
They were tasked with supplying all 700+ students with laptops, tablets, and so on. Being
support staff meant I was the last on the priority list.
I started to wonder what other interpreters were experiencing, either in
educational settings or otherwise. Were they as frustrated as me? Were they given the
tools, equipment, and support they needed? How many of them had ever interpreted via a
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video screen? How many classes, training, and other supports were even offered on
remote interpreting? All of these questions helped form my research.
Background
In late 2019, a new strain of coronavirus was first identified in Wuhan, China. By
March of 2020, it had spread to the United States and life as we knew it was basically put
on hold (Centers for Disease Control, 2021a). Businesses and individuals were labeled as
“essential” and “non-essential;” millions were suddenly out of work; and others were
forced to work remotely at a moment’s notice. Because of this, many sign language
interpreters suddenly found themselves working in video remote interpreting (VRI).
The Centers for Disease Control quickly rolled out guidelines for businesses on
how to educate employees about steps they could take to protect themselves at work,
maintain healthy business practices, and assess essential functions. Each state had their
own individual COVID-19 mandates, but for most of the United States schools (K-12 and
postsecondary), offices, non-essential medical offices, retail stores, and so on closed for
an extended period starting March 2020. With many businesses shut down, this also
meant that any interpreters working in these settings either lost their jobs or had to work
virtually. It should be noted that some of these sectors remain closed or virtual more than
one year later. For example, some K-12 schools, universities, and other businesses
throughout the United States were still working remotely as of July 2021 (Centers for
Disease Control, 2021b).
The proper use of sign language interpreters is mandated by federal law. Under
the Americans with Disabilities Act, businesses and service providers must provide
appropriate accommodations for people who are deaf or hard of hearing (National
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Association of the Deaf, 2021), which usually includes the use of a qualified sign
language interpreter. Sign language interpreting is traditionally a profession that values
face-to-face communication. There are exceptions to the rule, especially for individuals
who live in rural areas with less access to qualified interpreters, and VRI (video remote
interpreting) has been a viable solution. Video relay service (VRS) has also been a
successful way of interpreting remotely, but that is saved for things that take place over
the phone, not in person appointments, classes, or training. COVID-19 caused virtually
all interpreting assignments to be remote, forcing interpreters to work with a 3D language
in a 2D environment.
Statement of the Problem
Since this sudden and drastic impact on the profession was unprecedented, the
researcher believes it is important to document how the shift to remote work has been
experienced by sign language interpreters. Although VRI was an available option prior to
the global pandemic, it was most commonly used in certain dire-need circumstances like
medical and legal settings. Furthermore, the interpreters working these VRI assignments
were trained and prepared for the responsibility of interpreting through a video screen,
according to RID’s Standard Practice Papers. In March of 2020, many interpreters
suddenly found themselves working in the world of remote interpreting, with little to no
time to prepare. According to Alley (2012), interpreters are often more comfortable with
the type of interpreting they are most familiar with and uncomfortable with new
approaches to interpretation. Because of this, there has been little VRI training offered to
either interpreters or deaf/hard of hearing consumers. According to RID’s Standard
Practice Papers (2010), VRI requires “explicit content, technical, and environmental
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preparation by those involved. Interpreters should be educated in VRI protocols and
equipment” (p. 2).
Purpose of the Study
This research seeks to document how interpreters have adapted to this sudden and
drastic change and offer solutions and resources to interpreters who feel overwhelmed or
unprepared to work primarily remotely. By collecting data on how interpreters adapted,
interpreters and the interpreting profession will be better prepared to handle a similar
situation should it arise in the future. Sign language interpreting is known for valuing
face-to-face communication; however, remote work seemed like the only viable option
while COVID-19 spread throughout the United States and the world. The increase in
remote work accelerated a shift toward remote interpreting. This shift probably would
have been inevitable, but the interpreting profession witnessed it at a much faster pace
and larger scale than anyone could have anticipated (De Muelder et al., 2021).
Not much research has been done on the global pandemic and how it affected sign
language interpreters. By surveying working sign language interpreters on their
experience working remotely we will have a better understanding of what is needed for
interpreters to prepare for remote work in the future. As technology advances, the main
demands of VRI will be human related (not related to technology) and include: relying on
a screen to derive the visual support necessary for carrying out the interpreting task,
processing information from multiple sources, motivation, and social isolation (MosesMercer, 2005). The researcher’s assumption is that VRI is likely here to stay, and this
research will help devise an action to plan for those entering the field or those wanting
more resources on interpreting remotely.
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The hypotheses are as follows:
•

The majority of respondents will indicate that they did not work VRI prior to
March 2020.

•

The overwhelming majority of respondents will have experienced a transition to
remote work in the timeframe.

•

The majority of respondents will indicate that they did not feel prepared for the
sudden shift to remote work.

•

There will be relationships between years of experience and level of comfort with
working remotely.

Theoretical Framework
At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, many sign language interpreters were
forced to work remotely or not work at all. Deaf and hard of hearing individuals still
relied on an essential service (interpreters were still needed to facilitate communication),
so interpreters had to adapt to working in a completely virtual environment. How adults
adapt to transitions of this nature depends on several factors, according to Schlossberg’s
(1981) Model for Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition. Adaptation depends on the
perception of the transition, the characteristics of the transition environments, and
characteristics of the individual. These factors interact to produce one of two outcomes:
adaptation or failure to adapt (Schlossberg, 1981).
Schlossberg: Perceptions of the Particular Transition
There are several factors in Schlossberg’s theory that apply to the transition of inperson to remote sign language interpreting (See Figure 1).
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Source: Internal or External—Some changes come about as the result of a
deliberate decision on the part of the individual, others are forced upon the
individual by other people or circumstances.
Onset: Gradual or Sudden—Many transitions are expected, and their onset may
be gradual. When a change occurs suddenly and unexpectedly, no
preparation or rehearsal is possible.
Duration: Permanent, Temporary, Uncertain—A change that is regarded as
permanent will be perceived differently than one that is viewed as
temporary. Perhaps the greatest degree of stress and negative affect is
connected with uncertainty.
Affect: Positive or Negative—Most transitions probably have elements of both
positive and negative affect. Any change, whether primarily positive or
negative, involves some degree of stress. (Schlossberg, 1981, pp. 8-9)
When using this framework on the transition to remote work in 2020, several of
these factors are already known, but the research seeks to answer the ones that are not
known. For sign language interpreters the transition was:
Source: External. The shift to remote work was not made by the individuals. The
situation was completely out of anyone’s control.
Onset: Sudden. For interpreters there was little to no time to prepare for the
change.
Duration: Uncertain. This will vary for most individuals, and for the time being
it is probably uncertain how long working remotely will last in most
situations.
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Affect: Unknown. Responses to this research will provide a better understanding
of this factor.
Figure 1
A Model for Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition

From Schlossberg (1981)
Schlossberg: Characteristics of Pretransition and Posttransition Environments
Three factors are identified by Schlossberg related to the environments of the
transition: Interpersonal support systems, institutional supports, and physical setting. For
the purpose of this research, interpersonal support systems will not be included. Sign
language interpreters are a diverse group of people and analyzing their home life, family
and friend groups is not feasible within the scope of this study. This type of demographic
information could be collected in future research.
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Institutional supports are described as occupational organizations, religious
institutions, political groups, or other community support groups (Schlossberg, 1981).
Peer support and tech support will be included under this category for the purpose of this
research. Physical setting is defined in a very broad sense: urban or rural location,
neighborhood, living arrangements, and workplace. Living arrangements and workplace
are the most relevant to sign language interpreters.
Crisis theory can also be applied to this research. As Moos (1976) explained,
“crisis theory asserts that people generally operate in consistent patterns, in equilibrium
with their environments” (p. 13). For sign language interpreters, the “environment” itself
is always changing, according to RID. Interpreters work in a myriad of different life
situations including doctor’s offices, hospitals, court rooms, classrooms, and so on
(Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf, 2021). However, there are things that remain
consistent, no matter where the interpreting is taking place: The interpreter shares the
same physical space with both the hearing and deaf clients and the interpreter facilitates
communication between the two parties in the physical space. When you take away the
aspect of physical space—or as Moos (1976) described it, “disturb the equilibrium” that
puts interpreters in “crisis.” Crisis in these terms simply means that the usual problemsolving techniques and habitual mechanisms are disrupted.
Definition of Terms
Sign language interpreter: An individual who effectively facilitates communication
between deaf individuals and those who are hearing.
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Video remote interpreting (VRI): A fee-based interpreting service conveyed via
videoconferencing where at least one person, typically the interpreter, is in a separate
location.
Remote work/virtual work/work from home: Any interpreting that takes place via
some kind of technology, where the interpreter and clients do not share the same physical
space.
Onsite/in person/ face to face interpreting: Interpreting that involves all parties; the
interpreter, and deaf and hearing clients, are in the same location.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
VRI: Before and After
Video remote interpreting (VRI) is not new to the profession of sign language
interpreting, but it has become more prevalent in the last year due to the COVID-19
pandemic. VRI is a fee-based interpreting service where at least one person, typically the
interpreter, is at a separate location (RID, 2010). Successful VRI sessions use qualified
sign language interpreters who have linguistic competence, who are experienced in
settings for which they will work, and who adhere to professional interpreting standards,
according to RID’s Standard Practice Paper on Video Remote Interpreting. VRI is not a
comprehensive replacement for onsite interpreting, but it can provide communication
access for situations with an immediate need for interpreters.
As technology advances, the main demands of VRI will be human related:
Relying on a screen to derive the visual support necessary for carrying out the
interpreting task, processing information from multiple sources, motivation, and social
isolation (Moses-Mercer, 2005). According to Alley (2012), interpreters are often more
comfortable with the type of interpreting they are most familiar with and uncomfortable
with new approaches to interpretation. Because of this there has been little VRI training
offered to both interpreters and deaf/hard of hearing consumers. Transitioning from
interpreting in a physical space to a virtual environment leads to an increased amount of
mental energy needed to interpret. Before 2020, the two main drivers of the expansion of
VRI were distance and cost (Llewellyn-Jones, 2019). The sudden transition to remote
work left many interpreters unable to accurately prepare for the new and unfamiliar
experience of remote interpreting, according to De Muelder et al. (2021).
10

A survey of more than 2,000 sign language interpreters found that 60% of
respondents had never worked remotely before the start of the global pandemic, while
27% did so occasionally (De Muelder et al., 2021). A significant number of respondents
claimed that remote interpreting is more stressful than in-person interpreting and requires
a heavy cognitive load because of:
•

Coping with technical issues

•

Interpreting in 2D instead of 3D

•

No/less ability to manage conversations

•

Teamwork (lack of communication with colleagues and clients)

•

Having no real-life personal contact. (De Muelder et al., 2021)

The same survey found that the most common settings for remote work were education,
business/employment, medical, and government/social services. Some sign language
interpreters continued to work in person because they were considered essential workers;
the majority of those who continued to work in person worked in medical settings (De
Muelder et al., 2021).
VRI in Legal Settings
Much of the literature available on VRI is focused on a particular type of
interpreting, legal for example. Napier and Leneham (2011) argued that VRI does often
seem like a less intrusive option in legal settings, but research shows that interpreters do
not like communicating through VRI. This particular study found that both technical and
linguistic issues were found in VRI courtroom interpreting. Another study published by
Napier (2012) also examined VRI use in the legal system of New South Wales, Australia.
This time Napier was focused on different stakeholders and their perceptions of
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effectiveness of interpreter mediated communication using VRI. Previous studies had
found that interpreters find it difficult to establish a rapport with deaf clients when
interpreting through VRI because they were not able to brief with the client and
accurately assess their language needs. The stakeholders’ perceptions varied in each
scenario, but overall hearing participants did not notice any problems in using VRI;
however, some did note there seemed to be challenges for the interpreter.
VRI in Medical Settings
VRI has also been commonly used in medical settings in the United States. The
Rehabilitation Act of 1974 and the Americans with Disabilities Act require that all
medical facilities ensure effective communication with deaf individuals (RID, 2010).
Remote interpreters are more readily available than on-site interpreters in situations that
require immediate action, which reduces the risk of lawsuits because immediate
communication is an option (Alley, 2012). As mentioned before, VRI is the more costeffective option in medical settings, and there is no need to accommodate travel time.
Some interpreters may prefer to work remotely rather than on-site for medical settings,
because the distance allows them to remain detached from traumatic events and stay
focused on interpreting without visual distractions. However, on-site interpreting is more
personal, which leads to a better understanding of the information being communicated.
Studies done at the Medical University of South Carolina found technological problems
to be the biggest issue among patients, because it made a smooth conversation impossible
(Locatis et al., 2010).
Additionally, a 2019 study among VRI users found that only 41% of deaf and
hard of hearing consumers were satisfied with the quality of the VRI technology
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available in healthcare settings (Kushalnagar et al., 2019). Interpreters must be highly
skilled in both expressive and receptive communication to successfully interpret
remotely, the study found. However, in March of 2020, the majority of sign language
interpreters were moved to remote work on such a short notice they had little to no time
to prepare for this transition or accurately assess their skills in a virtual environment (De
Muelder et al., 2021).
Working Remotely
Sign language interpreting is not the only profession greatly impacted by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Organizations faced a grand challenge of unparalleled proportions
with the sudden switch to working remotely for many of their employees (Carnevale &
Hatak, 2020). Due to shelter-in-place orders and the closure of non-essential businesses,
many workers who formerly spent all or most of their time working inside their
organization’s physical boundaries had to quickly adjust to remote work environments. In
response to the declaration of COVID-19 as a public health emergency, more than 55
million workers were in jobs considered essential to maintain critical infrastructure.
However, the majority of employees do not face emergency situations in their normal
work and are not typically provided the training and resources to manage increased stress,
longer work hours, increased work demands, and fatigue (Wong & O’Connor, 2021).
Sign language interpreters are no exception. Before 2020, there were interpreters
who worked primarily remotely, but by their own choice. It would also be assumed these
interpreters were properly trained and prepared to work remotely. How are interpreters
handling the increased work demands that the shift to virtual work has caused? This
research study seeks to answer that question.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
This chapter will outline the design, survey population, and limitations of the
study. Explaining how data was collected will help the reader better understand how the
data was analyzed. This research relied on survey data from self-identified participants
and there are several limitations that need to be addressed.
Design
A survey of 13 questions was created for this research; ideally respondents would
be able to complete the survey in under 15 minutes. The survey was open for responses
for a total of three weeks. A survey was the most appropriate form of collecting data
from interpreters because surveys are a unique way of gathering information from a large
cohort (Jones, 2013). The researcher knows how hectic life during a global pandemic can
be and did not want to burden participants with an interview or other form of data
collection that would take longer for participants to complete. The survey consisted of
eight open-ended questions, two yes or no questions, and three multiple choice questions.
The researcher wanted to give participants an opportunity to share their thoughts, which
is why the majority of the survey questions were open-ended. Data were collected online
using Google Forms. There were no specific criteria for participants to respond, but the
survey was designed for and marketed to sign language interpreters working in the
United States. The researcher did filter out respondents with less than one year of
interpreting experience, because the scope of this research was limited to those who had
experienced working as a sign language interpreter both prior to and after March 2020.
Open-ended questions asked what resources interpreters had to cope with the
sudden switch to working virtually and asked about their feelings about the change and
14

their level of preparedness. The pros and cons of working remotely were also included in
the open-ended questions. The multiple choice and yes/no questions asked about the
environments the respondents are accustomed to working in, as well as their level of
certification and experience to help answer the research questions.
Survey Population
The link to the Google Form survey was posted by the researcher on own personal
social media (Facebook), as well as shared to public interpreting interest groups. The
survey was also featured in RID’s Research Corner. Very little demographic information
was collected for this research; it was directed toward sign language interpreters working
in the United States. The researcher did not feel it was necessary or relevant to the
research question to ask for names, ages, or locations. The researcher placed a certain
level of trust in terms of recruitment for the survey; there was no way to validate any of
the data collected related to years of experience, work setting, or level of certification.
Data Collection and Analysis
All of the data for this research were collected via Google Forms and then
transferred into Google Sheets for analysis and coding. Every open-ended question
response was carefully read and then “coded” into a blanket response. For example, one
question asked “Did you feel comfortable and prepared going into remote work? Why or
why not?” and received a myriad of different responses that were not necessarily “yes” or
“no.” The researcher thoughtfully analyzed each response and then coded it as yes, no, or
somewhat. Other open-ended questions were analyzed and then compared using common
terms among responses.
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The researcher used the automated graphs associated with the yes/no and
multiple-choice questions. However, one multiple choice question also featured a write-in
function, so those responses were analyzed to find commonalities. The researcher
formulated an action plan after analyzing the data collected. The action plan includes
strategies and resources to help interpreters prepare to work in fully remote environments
in the future. The COVID-19 pandemic pushed the profession of sign language
interpreting in this direction, but it was already headed there with constant advancements
in technology and its accessibility.
Limitations of the Study
The survey was sent out to sign language interpreters via social media and also
RID’s Research Corner. A total of 61 participants responded to the survey and shared
their experiences by answering both closed- and open-ended questions. This is a
relatively small sample size, but due to the limitations of the scope of this research, the
ideal number of participants was 50-100. The researcher’s goal was to get enough
responses to identify trends.
Very little demographic data was collected for this survey, and no actual
identifying information was collected. The lack of demographic questions was done in
part to respect and maintain the privacy of participants, and it was not considered relevant
to the research question. Age, geographic location, gender, education level, and so on
were not included in the data. Some of the questions required respondents to be open and
forthcoming with their feelings, for that reason no real identifying information was
collected. As mentioned above, because this was an online survey there was no way to
check the validity of responses received. For future research, names of participants could
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be collected and then validated through RID’s website or other state agencies that have
interpreters listed in a registry.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
Findings
A complete list of questions can be found in Appendix A. Some responses require
some unpacking, but some will be represented with a graph. The researcher wanted to lay
out data from each individual question before exploring themes and commonalities.
Question 1: How many years of interpreting experience do you have?
As shown in Figure 2, the survey was administered to interpreters with a wide
range of experience.
•

10+ years: 62.3% of respondents

•

5-10 years: 13.1% of respondents

•

2-5 years: 23% of respondents

•

Less than 1 year: 1.6% of respondents

Figure 2
Years of Interpreting Experience
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Because the researcher wanted the perspective of sign language interpreters who
had experience working prior to March of 2020, the one respondent with less than 1 year
of experience was excluded from the rest of the findings.
Question 2: What certifications do you hold?
Many respondents held more than one certification; the most prevalent
combination was national (NIC) and state licenses/credentials (see Figure 3). Several
respondents also indicated that they held both EIPA and BEI credentials. The results were
as follows: NIC (33), EIPA (20), state certification (14), BEI (10), and one certified deaf
interpreter.
Figure 3
Certifications Held by Participants
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Question 3: What is your primary work setting?
This question also had responses that were more than one answer, so the
researcher compiled each setting individually (see Figure 4). It is not uncommon for
interpreters to work multiple jobs in a variety of settings (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2021).
Figure 4
Primary Work Setting

Question 4: Prior to the global pandemic (March 2020) did you have any experience
working as a remote interpreter?
Just over one-third of the interpreters surveyed had experience interpreting
remotely prior to March of 2020 (see Figure 5). That means that two-thirds of
respondents had no prior experience with remote interpreting.
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Figure 5
Prior Remote Interpreting Experience

Question 5: Did you experience a transition during this time frame from face to face to
remote/virtual work?
82% of interpreters did experience a change to remote work during the time
frame, while 18% did not experience a transition (see Figure 6). Of that 18% the research
found that those interpreters who did not experience a change were mostly working in
either healthcare or VRS
Figure 6
Interpreter Experiences of Transition
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Question 6: What tools or resources did your employer offer you for the transition?
Workshops, webinars, books, training, equipment, peer support, tech support, etc.
Of the 57 responses to this question, 13 participants identified as self-employed;
therefore, they had no real “employer” to offer them resources. Excluding those
participants, 25% of the remaining participants said they were not offered any resources
for the transition to remote work. Thirty percent received equipment, 22% indicated they
had support from their peers, 18% had technical support of some kind, and 18% had
workshops and/or trainings provided by their employer (see Table 1).
Only four participants indicated that they had both equipment and tech support.
One of those participants said, “District tech support (2 men), but they were swamped
with all the teacher needs.” Several participants said that their agency(s) did offer support
and professional development.
Table 1
Tools or Resources from Employer
None

14

Equipment

13

Peer Support

10

Tech Support

8

Workshops/webinars/trainings 7
It should be noted that some respondents mentioned multiple resources. For
example, some interpreters indicated that their employed offered both equipment and tech
support. While some interpreters only had peer support.
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Question 7: What tools or resources did you find on your own?
Responses to this question varied and included everything from equipment to
workshops and articles (see Table 2). Several mentioned software and computer
programs they found on their own including Zoom, Google Meet, Loom, Screencastify,
Castomatic, and so on. Many responses included the purchase of their own equipment
(e.g., laptops, computer monitors, and better cameras). Several participants indicated that
peer support in the form of networking with other interpreters was crucial in helping them
transition to remote work. One respondent said, “I have a great network, and did not have
to rely on figuring it out myself.”
Table 2
Tools or Resources Found on Your Own
None

27%

Equipment

25%

Peer Support

20%

Tech Support

15%

Workshops/webinars/trainings

13%

Question 8: Did you feel comfortable and prepared going into remote interpreting
work? Why or why not?
The majority of respondents said they did not feel comfortable and prepared to
work remotely (see Figure 7), and many described the transition as being rough, difficult,
and challenging, but then found themselves adjusting over time. Several mentioned that
having experience working in VRS was an advantage. One respondent said, “No, but
none of the participants (professors, students, interpreters, etc.) were so there was
flexibility.” Many people experienced a sudden transition at this time; the experience was
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not unique to interpreters, which may have increased the level of flexibility interpreters
had in their role post-pandemic.
Figure 7
Comfort Level with Remote Work

One respondent did not feel comfortable or prepared but said, “I knew it would be
necessary to be nimble from the beginning and I wanted to be first to market to let
entities know that I was ready and able.” Many interpreters indicated that they took a
proactive approach to working remotely and started preparing early on in the pandemic.
Questions 9/10: Looking back, what would you do the same to prepare for working in a
virtual environment? What if anything, would you do differently?
The responses to these two prompts were analyzed as a whole because there was a
significant overlap between answers. Eight out of 52 respondents would not do anything
differently looking back. Many responses were focused on starting or getting set up for
remote work “earlier” (i.e., at the beginning of the pandemic or as soon as they got the
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word they would be working remotely), whether it was taking workshops, buying
equipment, or familiarizing themselves with the programs being used.
Question 11: What are some benefits (either professional or personal) for working
remotely?
Many of the benefits listed overlapped in some way; the top three responses are
explained below.
Travel time. Not having to commute was the most common response to this
question, and more than 65% of responses included this in some way, such as noting less
driving time, less wear and tear on vehicles, less money spent on gas and parking fees.
Several interpreters also indicated that they were able to take more jobs during the
workday because they no longer had to factor in a commute or time to find parking.
Better work environment. Working from home was also a preferable
environment to many of those who responded to this question. The comforts of home
including food and coffee breaks, spending downtime with family and/or pets, and more
control over the working environment were all listed as benefits of working remotely.
Flexibility. Another benefit mentioned was the ability to accept a wider variety of
work with a wider variety of clients. When no longer restricted to working with local
clients, interpreters have more opportunities to network with clients and other interpreters
from different parts of the country.
Question 12: What are some disadvantages or challenges of working remotely?
Feelings of isolation caused by lack of socialization with other interpreters and
clients came up often. One response reflects many of the issues brought up by
respondents:
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I think there’s a huge disconnect, personally and professionally, between teams.
We don’t chat anymore, we don’t walk to the job anymore, we don’t debrief or
pre-conference, we don’t even necessarily really team. Turn-taking is not how I
want my career to look. Remote work is also inaccessible for some consumers
(DeafBlind, Deaf+, older consumers, etc.) and some platforms make it nearly
impossible to provide access.
Of the responses, 27% included tech issues including internet speeds and connectivity,
12% had lack of feedback (from both Deaf clients and teams), and three responses
mentioned eye strain/computer fatigue as disadvantages. Billing issues also came up in
this section. Five respondents mentioned some kind of issue with billing: two-hour
minimums reducing down to one hour or disappearing altogether, a lower hourly rate,
and uncertainties of how/who to bill were all mentioned.
Question 13: Any other relevant information you would like to share.
This prompt was included to give participants an opportunity to speak directly to
their own experience in a confidential setting. The researcher did not want to limit them
to only sharing what was directly related to the questions in the survey. Any information
collected related to the topic is beneficial to the research and the profession moving
forward. Several participants said they found remote interpreting difficult and prefer face
to face. One educational interpreter indicated the struggle they felt with working with
students remotely: “DHH students need access to language, I specifically found it was
hard to offer language successfully to [D]HH students remotely.”
The amount of work available was mentioned by several participants. One
mentioned their freelance hours fluctuating dramatically. One interpreter said their work
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hours were drastically reduced because, “People were not making medical appointments
like they were pre-pandemic. Some deaf clients refused to use online appointments (bad
previous experiences so they were not trusting current online transmissions).”
Below are responses the researcher would like to highlight, because they paint an
overall picture of the attitude of respondents, and they offer insight that was not explicitly
asked for but was relevant to the research question.
“While I think this venue of interpreting is here to stay, it is not appropriate for all
situations.”
“Other information I feel inclined to share is the lack of readiness we all faced at
that time and the lack of communication from the agencies was traumatizing. I personally
didn’t get any communication for over three months.”
“Working remotely is the hardest thing I’ve done as an interpreter.”
And one outlier: “I would rather interpret remotely for the rest of my career! The
convenience is worth the minor hassle.”
Themes
Data were divided into several different demographics to better understand and
analyze the results. By isolating responses from interpreters with 10+ years of experience,
educational interpreters, and VRS interpreters themes and commonalities between
respondents and their experiences can be identified.
Interpreters with 10+ Years of Experience
This demographic was comprised of roughly 62% of the data collected (38
respondents). Of those interpreters with more than 10 years of experience, it was split
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fairly evenly between those who had experience interpreting remotely prior to the global
pandemic (45% yes, 55% no).
One respondent in this group did not experience any kind of transition, work went
on like normal: “I have not done VRI at all. I have been working as a full time in-person
interpreter at the hospital through the whole pandemic.”
Of those who did experience a transition to working remotely, 25% indicated they
felt comfortable and prepared, 31% indicated that they felt somewhat comfortable and
prepared, and 44% of respondents said no. Those with more than one resource (tech
support, peer support, equipment, etc.) were more likely to respond that they did feel
comfortable, regardless of whether those resources were from their employer or found on
their own.
Interpreters with 5-10 Years of Experience
Although a relatively small portion of the data (13.1%) collected, interpreters with
5-10 years of experience had very similar responses for the majority of questions. Only
25% of respondents had experience working remotely pre-pandemic, and nearly 64% said
they had no support whatsoever as they transitioned to a virtual environment. In addition,
75% of this demographic indicated that they did not feel comfortable or prepared to work
remotely. Many of these interpreters sought out resources on their own including
webinars, workshops, and asked questions and collaborated with colleagues and clients.
Interpreters with 2-5 Years of Experience
Of the respondents, 21% had experience working remotely pre-pandemic, and
around 50% indicated that they felt comfortable with the transition to remote work. The
majority of respondents (64%) indicated they had at least one form of support from their
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employer, and many sought out additional resources on their own. This indicates that
there is a relationship between feeling comfortable and having sufficient support and
resources. Several responses included the use of online tools such as YouTube tutorials,
webinars, and so on as something they sought out on their own to better prepare for the
transition to remote work.
Educational Interpreters
Educational interpreters made up 36% of the data collected. About 23% of
interpreters working in education (either K-12 or postsecondary) had experience working
remotely prior to the pandemic. Nearly 55% said they were neither comfortable nor
prepared for the transition to remote work. It should be noted that many educational
interpreters responded that they had little to no support for this transition. Only 5 out of
22 participants indicated that they received equipment, and only four indicated that they
had technical support.
Many educational interpreters mentioned that they would have done their research
on setup/equipment early to get a head start. When asked what they would do again to
prepare one participant responded, “Research, Facebook groups, plan, and work ahead of
prerecorded things.” Several participants also indicated they would have liked to have
more access to workshops, webinars, trainings, and literature to better prepare for the
transition. Lack of support seemed to be an issue for educational interpreters as well. One
interpreter with 10+ years of experience said, “I wish there was more help nationally for
best practices. It seems a little bit every person for themselves.”
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VRS Interpreters
Those with experience working in video relay service have already had to
navigate a 3D language in a 2D environment, so it could be assumed that these
individuals would have an advantage when taking on virtual work. From the data
collected, 13 out of 61 participants (21%) had experience working in VRS, but only 6 of
those 13 (46%) stated they felt comfortable transitioning to remote work. Several
respondents said they felt “tech savvy” and that helped smooth the transition for them,
meaning there may be a relationship between VRS experience and comfortability with
technology.
A common theme with VRS interpreters was peer support; three respondents
mentioned that they were able to talk to colleagues and figure out the best approaches, as
well as interpreting groups on social media platforms. One participant indicated they
would network with colleagues and take VRI webinars sooner if they were able to do
anything differently.
Freelance/Community Interpreters
Twelve responses were from interpreters who work in primarily freelance or
community settings, and six of those 12 were self-employed, so the question of resources
received from an employer was not applicable. Five respondents indicated they had
experience with VRI pre-pandemic. Two respondents indicated that they were essentially
on their own and had to seek out their own support in the forms of technology and
equipment. One participant said, “I found everything on my own-new computer, new
webcam, backdrop, lighting system, webinars, etc.”
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Three respondents said yes, they were comfortable with transitioning to remote
work, five said no they were not comfortable, and four said they felt somewhat
comfortable and prepared to transition to remote work. When asked this question one
respondent said, “Not at first. Too many platforms and expectations put on us to do
WHILE interpreting.” This shows that interpreters were willing to adapt but struggled to
make the change.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
This survey collected a total of 61 responses from working sign language
interpreters with at least one year of experience. The approach to this survey was not to
be negative or positive, but to ask questions to get genuine responses from participants.
Many participants had negative experiences to relay, but they were all presented with a
silver-lining mindset. One participant summarized this perfectly: “Interpreters are very
self-reliant people and we always find a way to make the interpretation work to the best
of our ability.”
The majority of respondents (63.9%) did not have experience working remotely
prior to the global pandemic in March of 2020. They were thrown into a virtual world
with very little time to prepare. Of the respondents, 45.8% said they did not feel
comfortable or prepared going into remote work, 23.7% said they felt somewhat
prepared, and 30.5% said, yes, they felt prepared going into remote work.
An interesting finding was that 82% of respondents did experience a transition to
remote work after March of 2020, while 18% did not. The data suggests that
Schlossberg’s Model for Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition is very relevant to
this research, because the majority of participants did experience a transition in March
2020. For this research the source of the transition was external, the onset was sudden,
the duration is uncertain, and research is trying to determine whether the affect was
positive or negative for participants. However, according to Schlossberg (1981), any
change, whether primarily positive or negative, involves some degree of stress. Of the 11

32

participants who did not experience a transition, five worked in medical settings, two in
VRS, and one was already working primarily in VRI.
Billing
When asked if they were willing to share any other relevant information, several
respondents mentioned billing rates and two-hour minimums; this was something the
researcher did not include in the survey. The field of sign language interpreting has
several best practices guidelines, including practices for billing times. According to RID
(2007a), it is very common for interpreters to bill a minimum fee for assignments,
regardless of the scheduled time. For example, many interpreters bill two-hour
minimums, even for appointments only scheduled for 30 minutes. This is done in part to
help scheduling demands such as travel time. With more sign language interpreters
working from home the need for billing minimums has become blurry. One respondent
said, “Pay was reduced, two-hour minimum was removed by a couple of agencies.”
Another respondent indicated there was no guidance on how working remotely should
affect rates of pay.
Resources
When asked what resources they were offered from their employer or what
resources they found on their own, respondents were very willing to share information.
Of the open-ended questions, those two had the most responses, 57 and 54, respectively.
From the data, it seems that lack of resources was a factor for many interpreters. Several
expressed that they would take more workshops and webinars on the topic of remote
interpreting and collaborate with colleagues more if they could go back in time.
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RID Standard Practice Papers
The Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) has several published “Standard
Practice Papers” that articulate the consensus of the membership in outlining standard
practices and positions on various interpreting roles and issues. The Standard Practice on
VRI says:
VRI sessions require explicit content, technical, and environmental preparation by
those involved. Interpreters and participants should be educated in VRI protocols
and equipment. Videoconferencing protocol training is widely available and
encouraged. Additionally, those participating in VRI sessions should obtain as
much training and education about their respective video and audio equipment as
possible via onsite or remote instruction, or self-paced learning. (p. 2)
About 46% of research participants said they did not feel comfortable and
prepared going into working remotely, and 23.7% said they felt somewhat comfortable
and prepared. Twenty-five percent of respondents received no resources from their
employer to aid the transition, and 32% of interpreters found no resources on their own.
This data does not correlate with the best practices outlined by RID (2020): “Due to its
videoconferencing nature, VRI requires technical familiarization by those involved.”
Perceptions of Working Remotely
When asked the benefits of working remotely, not having to travel comprised the
overwhelming majority of responses. Less time spent on travel meant more down time
with family, more time to accept other interpreting assignments, less money spent on car
maintenance and gasoline, and the option to take assignments all over the United States.
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Many interpreters indicated that working remotely gave them access to jobs they would
not have been able to do before because of geographical limitations.
When working from home, interpreters were able to spend their down time in a
meaningful way, which is another benefit this research revealed. Instead of driving or
killing time in a lobby before an assignment they were able to spend time with their
family, work on tasks around the house, and have quality time with pets. This was an
interesting finding, because the researcher had not previously considered these things as
benefits of working from home.
Lack of communication with team interpreters and clients was often listed as a
disadvantage to working remotely. Traditionally sign language interpreters have time
before in-person assignments to chat with the consumer and get a better understanding of
their signing style. Some Deaf/hard of hearing clients prefer ASL, while others rely on
English mouthing from interpreters. They also are able to communicate with their team
interpreter, if they have one, in face-to-face settings. The team can discuss issues related
to content, sign choices, and how they prefer to give and receive feeds. While not
essential, this time before an interpreting assignment often greatly benefits everyone
involved. Team interpreting requires sufficient time prior to the assignment to determine
placement, roles, and how to provide support to each other (RID, 2007b). When working
online, those interactions are basically eliminated. Several respondents said they had no
real way to communicate with their team on virtual assignments. Issues with technology
and internet connectivity and eye fatigue from staring at a computer were also common
disadvantages listed.
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K-12 and postsecondary educational interpreters were roughly one third of the
participants. Education was impacted severely by the pandemic; all communication with
students was through a video screen. Many responses from these participants indicated
the same struggles: equipment/internet issues and lack of connection with students when
interpreting through a video screen. Of these educational interpreters, 23% said they
received equipment from their employer, and only 18% had technical support.
In summary, working remotely was an adjustment for the majority of interpreters
who participated in this research. Their responses will inform the profession how to
improve best practices for interpreting remotely in the future. Many concerns were
brought up by participants, but when looking back to the theoretical framework for this
research the researcher believes that the overall effect of the transition to working
remotely cannot be categorized as “negative.” Many interpreters relayed negative
experiences and their own struggles with adjusting to working remotely, but no responses
indicated that they had negative feelings about the work they did during the global
pandemic.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION
This research included data from interpreters working in a variety of settings, with
varying years of experience and different levels of certification. This variety helped give
an overview of how interpreters across the United States have handled the transition to
remote work. Their responses have helped mold different suggestions for the future in
regard to preparing interpreters for working in a virtual environment. For example,
providing resource guides on different platforms and how to utilize them, specialized
classes, and workshops focused on working remotely could be critical.
Recommendations
For further research, additional demographic information should be collected,
such as age and location. This research is a general overview of how sign language
interpreters coped with the sudden change to remote work, so specific information like
age, location, gender identity, and so on were not seen as necessary to the research
question. However, demographic data would be beneficial in future research. Technology
utilized would be another interesting aspect to add to research done in the future. Being
able to compare the readiness of interpreters and the specific platforms they were using
might help inform video remote interpreting education in the future.
This survey did ask how many years of interpreting experience each participant
had, but years of experience does not necessarily relate with age. Further research would
be able to identify if there was any type of generational gaps in the adjustment to working
remotely. Level of education would also be an interesting statistic to add to the dataset.
This would identify any relationship between an interpreter’s level of education and
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whether or not they felt comfortable and prepared to work remotely. Knowing level of
education will help us better understand what resources someone with an associate degree
would utilize, compared to an individual with a master’s degree. It is unknown at the
moment whether or not level of education affects the work of the remote interpreter.
One question that was not asked was length of time working remotely. Were
respondents still working from home? Were they back working in person? Having that
data could better describe the duration of working remotely. The researcher would be
curious to see whether or not VRI will continue over the long term. If most interpreters
are still working remotely, consumers may advocate for VRI work in the future.
With more specific information on the tools and resources utilized by interpreters,
future research could aid in the development of a workshop or training manual to help aid
interpreters who plan on working in a virtual environment in the future or to prepare for
another pandemic, should one arise.
Conclusion
The data collected for this research gives an overall summary of how sign
language interpreters adapted to the sudden transition to remote work in March 2020.
Sixty-one respondents relayed their own personal experiences with the transition and how
they adapted. Participants utilized a variety of tools and resources to aide in the transition
to remote work. The theoretical framework for this research outlines the factors involved
in human adaptation to transition, including perceptions of the transition, the
characteristics of the transition environments, and the characteristics of the individual
(Schlossberg, 1981). According to Schlossberg, factors interact to produce an outcome:
adaptation or failure to adapt. After analyzing the data for this study, the researcher
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believes that the outcome for interpreters’ transition to working remotely in 2020 was
adaptation. Interpreters indicated that they took the situation (while maybe not ideal) and
did all that they could to be successful.
This survey had a total of 13 questions and 61 participants. Every survey question
was tagged as “optional” meaning the respondents could skip any questions they did not
wish to answer and continue taking the survey. For the seven main open-ended questions
more than 90% of participants responded. That indicates that interpreters were willing to
share their experiences. Many responses relayed negative experiences of feeling
unprepared and overwhelmed, but not one participant shared any negative comments on
the work environment itself or the situation.
The findings of this study suggest that interpreters are a resilient and adaptable
group of people. Many interpreters found tools on their own, and many indicated that
they did the best they could with what they were given, because that was their only
option. Eighty-two percent of respondents experienced a transition to remote work in
March 2020, and nearly 64% had virtual interpreting experience prior to the global
pandemic. Most interpreters said that any tools or resources they used to aide in the
transition to remote work were found on their own, not provided by any employer or
agency. Many respondents also indicated that they relied on networking with other
interpreters to find resources, workshops, and other tools.
The researcher hopes this research outlines the challenges of working remotely
and how the profession of sign language interpreting can improve on them in the future.
Resiliency helped interpreters work effectively during a global pandemic, even if some
struggled along the way. Interpreters often work (and sometimes struggle) silently in the
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background of the environment around them. The researcher hopes readers leave with a
better understanding of the experiences of interpreters working during a global pandemic,
and that this research invokes questions of how to move forward and work successfully in
the new world around us. What are the next steps? What can interpreters and interpreter
educators do moving forward? Maybe this will be more classes/workshops/trainings on
working virtually, maybe it will be a resource guide including relevant sources and
information on preparing for working remotely. The answer to those questions is still
unknown. But it is known that sign language interpreters have adapted to change in the
past, and they will continue to adapt.
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY QUESTIONS
WESTERN OREGON UNIVERSITY
Master of Arts in Interpreting Studies
Survey Informed Consent for Research Involving Human Subjects
Title of Project:
Looking forward: COVID-19 and its impact on working interpreters
Principal Investigator: Kelsey McKibbin
Faculty Advisor: Amanda Smith
Survey Questions
How many years of interpreting experience do you have? What is your level of
certification?
What is your primary work setting?
Prior to the global pandemic (March 2020), did you have any experience working as a
remote interpreter?
Did you experience a transition during this time frame from face to face to virtual/remote
work?
What tools or resources did your employer offer you for the transition? Please briefly
describe if necessary.
*tools and resources being defined as but not limited to: workshops, webinars, books,
training guides, equipment(computers/webcams), peer support, tech support.
What tools/resources did you find on your own?
*tools and resources being defined as but not limited to: workshops, webinars, books,
training guides, equipment(computers/webcams), peer support, tech support.
Did you feel comfortable and prepared going into remote interpreting work? Why or why
not?
Looking back, what would you do the same to prepare for working in a primarily virtual
environment? What, if anything, would you do differently?
What are some benefits (either professional or personal) of working remotely?
What are some disadvantages or challenges (either professional or personal) of working
remotely?
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY CONSENT FORM
WESTERN OREGON UNIVERSITY
Master of Arts in Interpreting Studies
Survey Informed Consent for Research Involving Human Subjects
Title of Project:
Looking forward: COVID-19 and its impact on working interpreters
Principal Investigator:
Cell Phone:
E-mail:

Kelsey McKibbin
(517) 607-8704
kmckibbin19@mail.wou.edu

I,
volunteer to participate in a research project conducted by
Kelsey McKibbin from Western Oregon University. I understand that the project is
designed to collect information regarding video remote interpreting. Only interpreters
with at least 6 months of video remote interpreting experience are asked to participate.
Additionally, only those over 18 years of age can participate in the survey.
1. My participation in this survey is voluntary. I understand that I will not be paid for
my participation. I may withdraw and discontinue participation at any time without
penalty.
2. As a participant I will be asked to reflect on my own experiences working in both
video remote interpreting and traditional face to face interpreting. I agree to answer the
survey questions based on my own experience and not comment on the industry as a
whole.
3. Participation includes completing a survey that will last approximately 20-30
minutes. There is no physical risk associated with participating in this study. Taking part
in this research study may not benefit me personally, but the study results may be used to
help other people in the future.
4. I understand that this research study has been reviewed and approved by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Studies Involving Human Subjects: Western
Oregon University. For research problems or questions regarding subjects, the
Institutional Review Board may be contacted at (503)-838-9200, email at irb@wou.edu,
or visit their website at http://www.wou.edu/irb/. If I should have any questions or
concerns regarding this research study, I may contact principal investigator, Kelsey
McKibbin at: kmckibbin19@mail.wou.edu or my Thesis Committee Chair, Amanda
Smith, at: smithar@wou.edu.
5. I have read and understand the explanation provided to me. I have had all my
questions answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.
__________________________
Signature of Participant

__________
Date
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APPENDIX C: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

From: Schlossberg, N. K. (1981). A model for analyzing human adaptation to transition.
The Counseling Psychologist.
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